Named for Socrates (ca. 470-399 B.C.), the early Greek philosopher/teacher, a Socratic approach to teaching is based on the practice of disciplined, rigorously thoughtful dialogue. The instructor professes ignorance of the topic under discussion in order to elicit engaged dialogue with students. Socrates was convinced that disciplined practice of thoughtful questioning enables the scholar/student to examine ideas logically and to be able to determine the validity of those ideas. Also known as the dialectical approach, this type of questioning can correct misconceptions and lead to reliable knowledge construction. Although "Socratic questioning" appears simple, it is in fact quite rigorous. The teacher attempts to draw out the student's fullest possible knowledge of the topic. Individuals have the capacity to recognize contradictions, so Socrates assumed that incomplete or inaccurate ideas would be corrected during the process of disciplined questioning, and hence would lead to progressively greater truth and accuracy.
As a tutor, you need to become very familiar with this method of questioning. Notice that the tutor should be asking many questions, not telling all the information. The tutor should guide the session, but the student should do most of the talking and writing. The student should hold the pencil or be the one at the board working problems. Sometimes it is difficult for a tutor to accept the idea that they are doing a good job tutoring if they don't spend the entire hour explaining and demonstrating problems. The fact is that students learn much more when they are the ones doing the explaining and working out problems. The tutor should ask guiding questions that prompt the student. "What do you do next?" "Why?" "What happens after that?" "Show me on the board."
Ask open-ended questions that require elaboration. If you ask questions that require only a yes or no answer, you won't be able to determine a student's real understanding of the material. Ask the student to do the explaining.
Below, you will find some guidelines for your sessions and suggestions of appropriate Socratic style questions.
Guidelines
Monitor -Get students to tell you what they know, taking the topic or problem in small pieces or steps. Have the student teach you the problem or concept up to the point where he or she becomes confused.
Say-back -Tell the student what you hear him saying, either as a way to show him he is not communicating what he wants to (as in a writing tutorial) or as a way to let him hear his own confusion or mistakes. This is not a judgmental activity, only a report of what you hear him saying.
Verify understanding so far -Acknowledge that the student has mastered the steps or elements of the problem or topic up to a point. This builds confidence.
Application of knowledge -Apply what has been learned so far to similar problems or situations. This builds confidence in the student and shows the tutor that the student truly understands what has been learned.
Model an incorrect answer -Allow the student to correct the tutor and confirm her/his own knowledge. Sometimes this can be done through an analogy or by pushing the piece of knowledge or process to an extreme.
Strengthen -Prompt the student to give more support or more examples. In the negative form this would be prompting the student to see where support falls short or examples don't represent the concept. • I'm not sure I understand how you are interpreting the main question at issue.
Suggestions for Socratic Questions*
• Is this the same issue as ______?
• How would ______ put this issue?
• Why is this question important?
